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however, throughout his writing career he has published many other stories that have not 
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with the transition between childhood and adulthood. Bail often focuses on seemingly minor 
events in the characters’ lives that change in meaning throughout the course of the story, so that 
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feelings of loss and nostalgia for a past that can never be recovered. 
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Murray Bail’s best-known short stories are those published in his first collection, 
Contemporary Portraits and Other Stories, in 1975. Many of these stories are 
experimental, lacking conventional narrative structure and often foregrounding 
concerns about language and the nature of reality.1 The collection appeared at a time 
when the short story form was undergoing extensive reinvention in Australia. A 
generation of new, young writers were challenging the realist fiction that had 
previously dominated the literary scene, influenced by contemporary political 
movements such as the anti-war movement and the sexual revolution, as well as new 
postmodern literature coming into Australia from Europe and the US. Along with 
Bail, authors such as Peter Carey, Vick Viidikas, Frank Moorhouse and Michael 
Wilding all published short story collections that challenged previous conceptions of 
the Australian short story genre, and paved the way for a more diversified and open 
literary engagement.2 
However, as I have previously shown, Bail also published short stories that 
differ in form and style from his experimental writing.3 In this article, I would again 
like to focus on three short stories published across Bail’s career that depart in 
different ways from this experimental model, all of which are united by the theme of 
childhood nostalgia. With the exception of ‘The Drover’s Wife’, many of Bail’s short 




stories are relatively neglected in literary criticism, particularly those which have 
never appeared in collections. Examining these three stories, which cover Bail’s very 
early as well as more recent writing career, reveals a continuity of theme and 
preoccupation that would otherwise not be apparent. In particular, these stories can 
be viewed as enacting a longing for nostalgia, in which the desire for idealised images 
of the past is self-consciously employed as a narrative technique to both contest and 
emotionally exploit the popular motif of a vanished childhood viewed from the 
perspective of an adult who can never go back. 
‘Albie’ is the earliest of the stories, first published in Westerly in 1969. ‘The 
Seduction of My Sister’, the longest of the three, appeared in Picador New Writing in 
1995, whilst ‘Healing’ appeared in The New Yorker in 1979.4 Both ‘Healing’ and ‘The 
Seduction of My Sister’ were collected into the 1998 Australian edition of The Drover’s 
Wife and Other Stories; however ‘Albie’ remains uncollected.5 As well as the theme of 
nostalgia, these stories also have in common a sympathetic treatment of character and 
situation somewhat unusual in Bail’s writing. Many of Bail’s more self-consciously 
experimental pieces tend to treat characters, if there are any, as deliberate constructs 
designed to make the reader question the conventions of traditional narrative. So, for 
example, in ‘Zoellner’s Definition’ (1975) the character of Zoellner is made up of a 
series of words like leg, nose, head and so on.6 This technique means it can be 
difficult for the audience to feel an emotional connection with the characters 
represented, and the same trait is evident in Bail’s early novels Homesickness (1980) 
and Holden’s Performance (1987).7 The prevalence of this unsentimental approach in 
much of Bail’s writing makes these three highly emotive stories all the more 
interesting. In each case, Bail focuses on seemingly minor events in the characters’ 
lives that change in meaning through the course of the story as the protagonists begin 
to develop an adult sensibility of the world around them, leading to feelings of loss 
and nostalgia for a past that can never be recovered. All three stories are told in first 
person, from the perspective of an adult narrator recalling events of his childhood, 
and all are set in post-war suburban Australia; one specifically in Adelaide. They are 
also linked by an exploration of emerging awareness of sexuality and the 
accompanying pressure this places on the characters to conform to gender norms and 
social expectations. 
The word nostalgia was originally a medical term associated with 
homesickness in the seventeenth century, and was seen to have a fairly simple 
remedy; the sufferer could return home.8 Yet when we think about nostalgia today, it 
is often with the understanding that the place or the time we long for is gone forever, 
as it is in Bail’s short stories. Indeed, the impossibility of finding that which we long 
for is what gives nostalgia its power. In his first novel Homesickness Bail had already 
given us an extended meditation on the subject of longing, following the experiences 
of thirteen Australian tourists travelling the world. The tourists are on a never ending 
search to experience the local cultures of the places they visit, but instead find artifice 
repeatedly represented in the museums they expect to enshrine authenticity. Despite 
their self-determined cosmopolitanism, they are haunted throughout by the spectre of 




home, seeing reminders of Australia everywhere they go. Yet Australia, like the 
untouched African tribes the tourists search for in vain at the opening of the novel, 
remains an elusive idea represented by symbol and object rather than reality. In his 
influential essay ‘The Idea of Nostalgia’, Jean Starobinski discusses the importance 
of language in shaping our interpretation of the world. As he comments perceptively, 
‘Emotion is not a word, but it can only be spread abroad through words’. 9 
Considering this, it is not surprising that even though the concept of nostalgia began 
its life in medical treatises it has become a province of literature. Starobinski traces 
the history of nostalgia from its origin as a medical condition which particularly 
affected soldiers and sailors through to its spread into the popular lexicon of the 
eighteenth and nineteenth-centuries. By this time, the imaginative power of nostalgia 
had grown to such an extent that it had evolved from a treatable condition into an 
incurable and often fatal disease; one that was becoming not only about the loss of 
place but of time as well. Starobinski paraphrases Kant as arguing, ‘what a person 
wishes to recover is not so much the actual place where he passed his childhood but 
his youth itself’.10 
During the Victorian era nostalgic sentiment flourished in literature, with 
increasingly familiar literary tropes being used to convey a melancholic longing for 
the past. In discussing nineteenth-century romantic texts, Linda M. Austin comments 
that ‘nineteenth-century narratives set the boundaries of childhood by individual 
experiences of upheaval. In a retrospective narrative, often a traumatic familial event 
such as the loss of a parent, a move, or a pronounced change in the organisation of 
the family identifies childhood by its close’.11 In Austin’s reading, childhood is defined 
by an adult narrator in retrospect, after it is already vanished. The constraints of 
adulthood are often contrasted negatively with the remembered (or imagined) 
freedoms of childhood – a sense of unlimited possibility now gone. With reference to 
the modern era, Starobinski’s analysis of the function of nostalgia is quite similar. At 
the conclusion of his essay he argues: 
 
In the case of civilised man, who is no longer rooted in a particular place, 
it is not the uprooting which causes trouble; it is rather the conflict 
between the exigencies of integration into the adult world and the 
temptation to conserve the unique status of the child. The literature of 
exile, more abundant than ever, is, for the most part, a literature 
concerned with the loss of childhood.12 
 
This provides a useful framework for thinking about Bail’s portrayals of the post-war 
era, where, in each story, there is a moment that signals transition from childhood to 
the beginnings of adulthood. But unlike the tragedies of Victorian melodramas, here 
the events that occur are seemingly minor but imbued with significance because of 
the narrator’s change in perception. 




Svetlana Boym and Susan Stewart have both taken our understandings of 
nostalgia further, considering what role nostalgia plays in an increasingly 
sophisticated postmodern world where, as in Bail’s Homesickness, we know our own 
longings to be founded upon ideals that can never be reached and perhaps never 
existed. Boym describes nostalgia as ‘the incurable modern condition’ 13  and 
speculates that ‘one is nostalgic not for the past the way it was, but for the past the 
way it could have been’. Unlike Kant’s nostalgic, who longed for a real past, Boym’s 
postmodern subject can only desire an idea, an escape from what she calls the 
‘vanishing present’. 14  This vanishing present, where globalisation, postmodern 
deconstruction of reality, social alienation and pressures on time make engaging with 
the present increasingly complex and difficult, creates a longing to return to an 
imagined time with a slower pace of life. The past, packaged and commodified 
through museums, period dramas and historical novels, provides readily accessible 
nostalgic fantasies. Bail exploits this longing in ‘Albie’, ‘The Seduction of My Sister’ 
and ‘Healing’, but not by merely replicating tired narrative stereotypes. He has 
elsewhere criticised the post-war era in Australia for its social conservatism and 
creative and intellectual sterility, saying, for example, in a 1981 interview, ‘It was the 
Menzies era. Writing became inevitable. I would have anyway but that time of 
boredom and emptiness – of almost deafening emptiness which is yet to be properly 
documented hurried me’. 15  Holden’s Performance also explores the deadening 
experience of living in post-war Australia, with Holden, the automaton-like 
protagonist, encouraged to be ever more passive by the conservative politicians for 
whom he works. 
Thus it is curious that the narrators of all three short stories achieve creative 
expression through recounting or reimagining of their post-war childhoods. 
However, I would suggest that it is precisely because of Bail’s perception of the post-
war period as a time of emptiness that he returns to this setting throughout his 
stories. As he says in the above-mentioned interview, the act of writing itself was a 
response to what he saw as the lack of creativity around him. In constructing subtle 
narratives focused on interiority he writes explicitly against the realist tradition that 
he considered to dominate Australian fiction during the post-war period. The act of 
writing becomes also, remembering Starobinski’s point, the act of emoting, and the 
dry literary landscape Bail remembers, a negative and lacking space, is transformed 
into a space that gives him the freedom to explore new possibilities of re-mapping the 
past in a way of his choosing. His stories are not so much about interrogating the 
dominant trope of the suburban middle class we associate with the post-war period, 
but about repositioning the myth itself so that its meaning becomes contested and 
unstable. In these three stories, it is not merely the nostalgic desire to idealise that is 
at work. Maurice in ‘Albie’ remembers his embarrassment when Mrs Fewster, his 
hated and unattractive neighbour, speaks to him in public; the narrator in ‘The 
Seduction of My Sister’ recalls his anxious competition with another boy in the 
neighbourhood; the narrator in ‘Healing’ tells the reader almost nothing of his own 
childhood but speaks about the lives of other children in the suburb where he grew 




up. Rather than simply being nostalgic remembering, it is a longing for nostalgia 
which is enacted. Nostalgia is thus not only about recreating an idealised 
representation of the past; it is about the desire to have and use such images because 
of their powerful emotional undertow. In discussing the function of nostalgic 
narrative, Susan Stewart has commented, ‘Narrative is seen […] as a structure of 
desire, a structure that both invents and distances its objects and thereby inscribes 
again and again the gap between signifier and signified that is the place for 
generation of the symbolic’.16 In Bail’s stories, the post-war era becomes a symbolic 
space that interrogates itself through narrative. In these stories, it is the revelation of 
knowledge, of awareness, often sexual awareness, that signals transition. It is not that 
the world has changed, merely the characters’ perception of it, and in this way, these 
stories, rather than enshrining childhood, can be read as tales in which the 
apocalypse of adulthood is already encoded, merely awaiting recognition by the 
protagonist. 
‘Albie’ is told in first person by the character of Maurice. At first he recalls his 
childhood as if from a great distance, but very quickly the past being narrated 
becomes immediate, marked in the text by the sudden use of present tense in the first 
paragraph. Maurice and his brother Trev are sent by their father to have dance 
lessons with a nearby neighbour, Albie Fewster, and the story explores the complex 
relationship that develops between Maurice, Albie, and Albie’s wife. On one level, 
the story is about a young boy struggling to understand the foreign world of adults he 
is on the verge of entering, symbolised by the dancing lessons, but it also shows the 
ways in which Maurice’s preconceptions about the adult world and the people in it 
are tested and proven false by unexpected and unwanted revelations that appear at 
the end of the narrative. Initially, both Maurice and Trev idolise Albie and hate his 
wife Mrs Fewster, who is merely referred to as ‘mum’ by Albie. They like Albie’s 
‘familiarity’; ‘his friendly assumption that we knew the way of women. Male talk it 
could be called; as it pleased me. Yes, and his friendly cigarette smoke coiled around 
us pleasantly from his adult mouth where he blew it casually’.17 Maurice admires and 
identifies with Albie because of what he sees as his masculine behaviour – his 
smoking, his discussion of women. In contrast, he first sees Mrs Fewster engaged in 
feminine domestic work, which causes him to despise her. She is ‘pumping dough 
with her arms, her arms coated with flour. She was fat – really fat’.18 Unlike Albie, 
she speaks to them as though they are children, further increasing Maurice’s hatred 
of her. Her appearance, her smell and her female body are also disgusting: the 
‘Victoriana perfume from her body, her moist cake, the up and down sighing of both 
big tits, and the smile, the smile; it was too much’.19 Encouraged both by Albie’s 
patronising attitude towards his wife, and their own societal conditioning, Maurice 
and Trev contrast Albie’s admirable masculine qualities with Mrs Fewster’s ‘inferior’ 
femininity and feel vindicated in their dismissive attitudes towards her. There is also a 
clear sense of menace associated with female sexuality as represented by Mrs 
Fewster. Her smell, the size of her breasts and body are seen by Maurice as strange 
and frightening; she is the unknown Other that threatens him not only with her 




difference, but because of Maurice’s reaction to it; a burgeoning adult consciousness 
that sees men and women as sexual beings.    
As time passes, Maurice’s adoration of Albie continues to grow. When 
Maurice’s father is promoted over Albie at the office where they both work, Maurice 
blames his father for Albie’s failure: 
 
The promotion, it seemed, was an injustice. Compared with my father, 
Albie was the brighter one, friendlier, more patient, more acceptable. 
With my father leaving the clerks’ office Albie seemed to be unfairly 
anchored to darkness, unimportance, the brown rooms of his squashed 
rented house.20 
 
When he next sees Albie, Maurice thinks him unchanged by the experience, and 
projects onto Mrs Fewster a feeling of inferiority due to her husband’s lack of 
success: ‘It was the Mrs whose pathetic permanent grin looked forced, and under the 
circumstances she did embarrassing things’.21 The dancing lessons stop soon after, 
Maurice and Trev no longer able to stand the ‘oppressive, depressing’22 Mrs Fewster. 
Several months later Albie dies, and under protest Maurice and Trev are forced to 
pay a visit to Mrs Fewster. What she tells them destabilises Maurice’s ideal of Albie. 
She says, ‘I feel as good as gold. It was him who messed me up […] You’ve no idea, 
you boys, he sometimes hit me. This place […] I hate it’.23 Unsure of how to process 
this revelation, Maurice and his brother leave without further comment and have an 
‘awkward ride home’.24 Borrowing from Linda Austin’s reading of romantic fiction, 
this final twist to the story marks the end of Maurice’s and Trev’s childhood 
innocence. Previously, the two boys accepted the rules of domestic social hierarchy 
unquestioningly; they saw Albie’s superiority to his wife as part of the natural order 
of things and didn’t feel the necessity to empathise with Mrs Fewster’s situation, or 
even be aware that she might have one. Mrs Fewster’s revelation of her life of 
unhappiness, her until then unexpressed hatred of her husband, her relief at being 
free of him – contradict the image Maurice and Trev have built up of Mrs Fewster as 
an unattractive housewife with no independent identity. It also undermines the 
conventions of nostalgic narrative by revealing the dark and hidden side of suburban 
life that adults have to contend with. The silence of the two boys at the end of the 
story shows their confusion about this new, adult knowledge of the world; knowledge 
which they do not discuss but which seems to sit between them nonetheless, 
preventing them from returning to their previous state of being unaware. 
‘The Seduction of My Sister’ is narrated by an adult who is implied to be 
rather disappointed in life. Recalling his childhood, he remembers the shifting 
allegiances of affection, admiration and jealousy that developed between himself, his 
younger sister Glenys and their neighbour Gordon Gill. Throughout the story, he 
tells of his growing awareness of his sister as a sexual being, her attraction to Gordon 




and his feelings of anxiety and inferiority as his sister is wooed away from him. For 
the narrator, Gordon comes to represent the threat of the adult world, destabilising 
and eventually destroying the materials and beliefs of his secure childhood. Set in a 
middle class neighbourhood, the action begins when a new house starts to be built 
across the road from where the narrator lives. He comments on the ‘disorder and 
commotion’ 25  that happens during the building, anticipating the disruption the 
occupants of the house will cause in his small world. Once the house is finished, it is 
implied that the family who move in are richer and more socially sophisticated than 
their neighbours, often holding parties and going out. The narrator is slightly jealous 
of the new family’s son, Gordon, and suggests they play a game in which the narrator 
throws various things over his house to Gordon, who has to catch them. They start 
off with records, and the objects become increasingly bizarre as the story goes on. It 
is likely the narrator wants to use the game as a way to prove his superiority to 
Gordon, since he believes that Gordon is ‘not suited for sporting activities’. 26 
However, Gordon performs better than the narrator expects, and becomes 
increasingly proficient at catching as the game goes on. 
In the earlier part of the story, the narrator’s sister is greatly admiring of him, 
which he finds both flattering and irritating. He sometimes dismisses her, but at other 
times allows her to watch him throwing things to Gordon, telling her conceitedly, 
‘Look at me. See how I do it. If you like, you can have a go later’.27 However, 
Gordon’s growing skilfulness attracts Glenys and she begins to spend time with him, 
much to her brother’s annoyance. Glenys’s defection also prompts the narrator to 
reconsider his own position on the social scale, imagining Gordon to be superior to 
himself: ‘He had a certain course of life marked out, even then. He would always 
succeed where I would not, I could see. In the end my life became something of a 
shambles. His would not’.28 Glenys comes to admire Gordon as she once admired her 
brother, and he bitterly comments: ‘I felt great rushes of irritation at the way she 
transferred her attention lock, stock and barrel to him, in that trusting way of hers, 
mouth slightly open’.29 Gordon’s physical prowess, his implied higher social station 
and his attractiveness to Glenys all show that he has usurped the narrator’s position 
as the supreme young male. The narrator is literally throwing away the props that 
support his comfortable middle-class consciousness, starting with old records his 
parents listened to, followed by issues of Life Magazine in which ‘the history of the 
postwar world turn[ed] over like a newsreel’30 and then by toasters, tennis rackets, 
standard lamps and many other trappings of modern life. Sitting alongside 
descriptions of the narrator’s seemingly ordinary family life, these increasingly surreal 
interactions undermine the comfort otherwise generated by the nostalgic storytelling 
techniques. However, at the same time, much of the emotion in the story comes from 
the narrator’s remembrances of his sister, who is forever lost to him in the present. 
The past is thus a site that generates both pain and nostalgic pleasure in the narrator, 
as he ascribes his sister to be both the cause of his childhood happiness and the 
reason that his happiness ultimately came to an end. 




After losing most of his possessions to Gordon, all the narrator has left is his 
sister. She dresses up in her best dress and asks to be thrown across to Gordon; a 
request with which the narrator reluctantly complies. He describes the toss in erotic 
language, perhaps seeing this as some kind of recompense for the upcoming parting. 
He says, ‘It allowed me to place my hands under her arms. She was heavier than I 
imagined, I could feel the soft swell of her breasts. She allowed my hands to remain 
there; she was my sister’.31 Soon afterwards, however, the narrator regrets what he 
has done and the story ends as he runs after her in an unsuccessful attempt to get her 
back: ‘I felt so much around me slipping, accelerating, beyond my grasp; for I was left 
with nothing. Running from my side towards the light I began calling my sister’s 
name, to where she had gone’.32 The last passage suggests not only the narrator’s loss 
of his sister to another male, but the fear associated with a confusing and fast-
approaching adulthood that will replace the secure world of suburban childhood. 
This change is marked particularly by the narrator’s consciousness of his sister’s 
sexually maturing body. In contrast, Gordon and Glenys are shown as already 
capable of negotiating the complex patterns of adult social engagement to their own 
advantage, enjoying the promise of power and success that is implied in their more 
accomplished transition. 
The story has a rigid gender hierarchy with a clear division of roles for boys 
and girls. In the narrator’s mind, Glenys exists not so much as an independent being 
but as an adjunct of himself. She is there to reflect his behaviours and opinions, to 
admire him and reassure him of his masculinity. This is suggested by the language the 
narrator uses to describe her – comments like those about her open mouth – point to 
her simplicity and her receptivity to her brother’s influence. Gordon appears to see 
Glenys in much the same way, attempting and eventually succeeding in winning her 
allegiance from the narrator as a way of securing his own manhood. The American 
sociologist Michael Kimmel has pointed out that this tradition of exchanging women 
in heterosexual conquest is overwhelmingly and rather paradoxically a homosocial 
engagement, in which the gaze of male peers is of the utmost importance due to their 
ability to bestow masculinity upon other men.33 Because of her status as a commodity, 
there is little sense of Glenys’s inner life, but this is perhaps because the narrator 
himself cannot really conceive of this. It is an intriguing thought experiment to 
imagine how the same story might appear if told from Glenys’s perspective. As in 
‘Albie’, the Otherness of female sexuality becomes representative of the adult world. 
But in ‘Seduction’ it is an Otherness that both Gordon and the narrator desire to 
possess, whereas for Maurice and Trev the unattractive middle aged Mrs Fewster is 
the threat of an unfulfilled adult life of drudgery. The main difference between the 
two stories is that in ‘Seduction’ the children negotiate the process of growing up 
through their own engagements with and imitation of adult social conventions, 
whereas in ‘Albie’ this adult knowledge is thrust upon the unwilling Maurice and 
Trev by Mrs Fewster. The results, however, are similar for both narrators. Both 
express their unease and feelings of uncertainty when faced with the prospect of 
adult engagement with the world, and regret the loss of childhood certainties. 




‘Healing’ has a number of similarities to ‘The Seduction of My Sister’, again 
focusing on a brother and sister relationship that is altered by the intervention of an 
older and more powerful male. It is set in 1950s Adelaide and narrated in the first 
person by a man recalling an incident he observed in his childhood. Unlike 
‘Seduction’ where the narrator is at the centre of the story, the narrator in ‘Healing’ is 
a third-party observer to events that are happening to other neighbourhood children. 
He witnesses what almost becomes a serious cycling accident on McGill Road, a 
scenario interestingly similar to the opening of J.M. Coetzee’s Slow Man (2005).34 A 
boy named Denis Hedley, the local ‘smart-alec’35 according to the narrator, rides 
down the road on his pseudo-racing bike with his sister, again named Glenys, 
perched on the handlebars. Half way down the hill, Hedley loses control of the bike. 
It literally starts to fall to pieces, and the narrator fears Hedley and Glenys will end 
up badly hurt. They are rescued, however, by a man called Boardman riding an aptly 
named Healing bike. He pulls Glenys over to his own bike and brings Hedley’s bike 
back under enough control to prevent serious injury. As in ‘Seduction’, Denis’s status 
as the dominant adolescent of the neighbourhood is undermined by the intervention 
of a more powerful male figure who again takes possession of his weaker 
counterpart’s sister. The events trigger a realisation in the narrator; that Glenys is no 
longer a child but a young woman who is approaching sexual maturity. He 
comments, ‘Glenys’s blouse was badly torn; I could see her ochre brassière. She 
immediately began swearing at her brother, and I realised she had grown up. She was 
no longer a girl’.36 Her anger at her brother suggests she has lost patience with 
childish pranks, or perhaps his inability to behave responsibly as an adult should, and 
as Boardman does in rescuing them. 
A sense of pensiveness pervades the closing paragraphs of the story as the 
narrator contemplates the changes the intervening years have brought: ‘Hedley and 
his sister must still be alive, grown up. My father is dead. A Shell service station has 
replaced Townsend’s corner shop, and the intersection has been fitted with lights’.37 
This is a curious listing of facts, in which events normally differentiated as being 
significant (the death of a parent) and mundane (traffic lights) sit side by side, along 
with the narrator’s apparently idle speculations about Hedley and Glenys. The act of 
remembering for this narrator is also an act of concealment. He tells not the story of 
his own childhood – what sort of relationship he had with his father, if he ever went 
to the Townsend corner shop – but the story of other children, writing and imagining 
their history as a way of avoiding direct engagement with his own past. Their story 
perhaps hides the narrator’s own unresolved sorrow at his father’s death, the 
substitution of other children allowing the narrator to displace his own emotional 
turmoil with a nostalgic fantasy. The text reveals the narrator’s longing for nostalgia; 
his desire to construct comforting stories with which he can reassure himself even as 
the narrative hints at a more complex and untold tale. His relationships with others 
and his place in the world he describes remains undefined, a haunting ghost-narrative 
of multiple possibilities that destabilises and complicates the seemingly simple 
childhood incident being remembered.  




Even though ‘Albie’, ‘The Seduction of My Sister’ and ‘Healing’ exploit the 
techniques of nostalgic narrative, these are not stories that are written with the 
intention of glorifying Australia’s post-war heritage. Firstly, the self-conscious use of 
nostalgic narrative – what I have called the longing for nostalgia – generates a 
creative space in which the narrators can deliberately reinvent their own childhoods, 
and indeed post-war Australia, in ways that never could have existed in historic 
‘reality’. The clearest example of this is in ‘Seduction’ with its surrealist events, which 
fracture and interrogate the nostalgic tale of loss even as it unfolds. However, the 
same tendency is also evident in ‘Albie’, where Maurice and Trev have to 
accommodate the unwanted reality of Mrs Fewster’s life of abuse, and ‘Healing’ in 
which the narrator uses nostalgia as a way to avoid rather than confront the past.  
In all three stories, the narrators’ responses to women’s bodies and female 
sexuality are interwoven into growing up. The male protagonists experience female 
bodies in conflicting ways, as simultaneously a cause of desire and anxiety, and in 
Mrs Fewster’s case, of threat. Unlike the adolescent bodies of the two Glenyses in 
‘The Seduction of My Sister’ and ‘Healing’, which are positioned as desirable objects 
to be viewed and possessed, Mrs Fewster’s middle aged body is represented as 
repugnant and terrifying. Hers is the body which resists male expectations and 
control, smelling, bouncing, taking up too much space, and not insignificantly 
perhaps, Mrs Fewster is also the only female in these stories to contradict the vision 
of the world as seen through the eyes of the male narrators. In contrast, the bodies of 
the two adolescent girls are represented in positions of vulnerability and availability 
to the male gaze and touch. They arouse feelings of both possibility and anxiety in the 
narrators, giving a new and exciting glimpse of the adult world in which power is 
gained through possession of women. At the same time, nostalgic melancholy 
permeates the narratives since in both ‘The Seduction of My Sister’ and ‘Healing’ 
these remembered phantasmic girls are now lost to the grown protagonists. Though 
published over a wide span of years, ‘Albie’, ‘The Seduction of My Sister’ and 
‘Healing’ show a surprising similarity of style and theme, richly complicating 
Australia’s narratives of suburbia. As in Austin’s and Starobinski’s analysis, all three 
stories here discussed show nostalgia to be ‘concerned with the loss of childhood’ as 
adult narrators remember with melancholic longing times, places and people who are 
now irrevocably lost to them. The act of writing, of storytelling, becomes the means 
by which the past is recalled in vivid detail whilst simultaneously reinscribing 
distance and creating space for, as Susan Stewart has commented, the ‘generation of 
the symbolic’. Approaching nostalgia with the complexity and insight of Boym’s 
understanding of nostalgia as being, in some ways, more relevant than ever in the 
postmodern age of the vanishing present, Bail can be read as reinscribing nostalgia 
even whilst subtly interrogating his own characters’ perceptions. The techniques of 
nostalgic recollection are self-consciously employed to represent a past that is 
deliberately undermined and problematised, but also sustained by a narrative 
tradition that allows Australia’s post-war past to become the site of creative 
reimaginings. Taking inspiration from the challenging conditions of cultural 




stagnation that existed in the 1950s, Bail has constructed tales in which both the 
textual narrators and readers can indulge in longing for the feeling of nostalgia even 
whilst recognising that the past can never be quite as we remember it, or as we would 
like it to be. 
 
 
                                                
NOTES 
 
1 Murray Bail, Contemporary Portraits and Other Stories (St Lucia, Qld., 1975). 
2 For further discussion see Bruce Bennett, Australian Short Fiction: A History (St Lucia, Qld., 2002), 
and Ken Gelder, and Paul Salzman, The New Diversity: Australian Fiction 1970-88 (Melbourne, 1989). 
3 Bronwyn Lacken, ‘Under Twenty-Five and the “Lost” Stories of Murray Bail and Peter Carey’, 
Australian Literary Studies, Vol. 25, No. 3 (2010), pp. 61-64. 
4 Murray Bail, ‘Albie’, Westerly No. 3 (1969), pp. 5-9, Murray Bail, ‘Healing’, The New Yorker, 16 April 
1979, p. 35, Murray Bail, ‘The Seduction of My Sister’, in Drusilla Modjeska and Beth Yahp (eds.), 
Picador New Writing 3 (Sydney, 1995), pp. 27-47. 
5 Murray Bail, The Drover’s Wife and Other Stories (Melbourne, 1998). 
6 Bail, ‘Zoellner’s Definition’, The Drover’s Wife, pp. 43-54. 
7 Murray Bail, Homesickness (Melbourne, 1998), Murray Bail, Holden’s Performance (Melbourne, 1999). 
8 Svetlana Boym, The Future of Nostalgia (New York, 2001), p. 3. 
9 Jean Starobinski, ‘The Idea of Nostalgia’, trans. William S. Kemp, Diogenes Vol. 54 (1966), p. 81. 
10 Ibid., p. 94. 
11 Linda M. Austin, ‘Children of Childhood: Nostalgia and the Romantic Legacy’, Studies in 
Romanticism, Vol. 42, No. 1 (2003), p. 80. 
12 Starobinski, ‘The Idea of Nostalgia’, p. 103. 
13 Boym, The Future of Nostalgia, p. xiv. 
14 Ibid., p. 351. 
15 Kate Ahearne, Myron Lysenko, and Kevin Brophy, ‘Portrait of Murray Bail: An Interview’, Going 
Down Swinging, No. 2 (1981), p. 38. 
16 Susan Stewart, On Longing: Narratives of the Miniature, the Gigantic, the Souvenir, the Collection (London, 
1993), p. ix. 
17 Bail, ‘Albie’, p. 5. 
18 Ibid. 




                                                                                                                                          
19 Ibid., p. 8. 
20 Ibid., p. 7. 
21 Ibid., p. 7. 
22 Ibid., p. 8. 
23 Ibid., p. 9. 
24 Ibid., p. 9. 
25 Bail, The Drover’s Wife, p. 4. 
26 Ibid., p. 8. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid., p. 14. 
29 Ibid., p. 20. 
30 Ibid., p. 17 
31 Ibid., p. 23. 
32 Ibid., p. 24. 
33 Michael Kimmel, ‘Masculinity as Homophobia: Fear, Shame, and Silence in the Construction of 
Gender Identity’, in Harry Brod and Michael Kaufman (eds.), Theorising Masculinities (Thousand 
Oaks, Cal., 1994), pp. 119-41. 
34 J.M. Coetzee, Slow Man (London, 2006). 
35 Bail, The Drover’s Wife, p. 55. 
36 Ibid., p. 58. 
37 Ibid., p. 58. 
